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What are pyramids? 


The pyramis oF EGYPT have fascinated people for 
thousands of years. How did the ancient Egyptians 

build these massive stone monuments, and why? 

The most famous pyramids are the three at Giza, 

near modern Cairo. But there are more than 80 
other pyramids in Egypt, and another 100 further 
; south in the Sudan. Each one is a tomb, built 

Teen ene by a pharaoh (king) asthe inal resting place SS ieee 
Tenia wecilancenttipet for his body. The pyramid was meant to help The int side had stopped sabes These 
Fe eee een the dead pharaoh achieve eternal life. But we roth aay weeny 
FrectuikelyorausticO't, may never know why the Egyptians chose pe Btn team ee ger 
Slice tae, the pyramid shape, Itmay have developed sun ar yn gion, Ten ty ae 
ae ae eetacyaene’ from early burial mounds, or been a symbol jor ANTS sever sew "Bethune am yee 1) cs 
(iciuling Tuanktamed were” of the Sun's rays ora Stairway to heaven. havea poured pram shape Mest ani 
hurled Mmoresecetrcklomi. Many centuries later, the people of Central jure Wins bos nn te 

Ameen also built pyramids, mainly ag, estos 
temples. Hundreds of these are still hidden apie. sherss amor, S Sam of te i uty 
inthe deep jungles. So. fs cee ieee 
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Built for a king 


“Tue EGYPTIANS BELIEVED THEIR PHARAOH was a living god. 
He led the army in battle, passed judgement on criminals, 
and controlled the treasury. He also represented the unity 
of Egypt. In early times, most people lived in the north or the 
south, called Lower and Upper Egypt. It was the pharaoh’s 
role to keep the two regions together. The centralized govern- 
ment meant he had all the resources of Egypt at his disposal 
for building his pyramid. The finest sculptors, masor 
engineers, and countless workers spent years building the 






































tomb. The labourers who dragged ne Angee fants 
the stones were not slaves. They shally haves pce Bis sant a 


were farmers who believed that 
if they helped their king get 
to heaven, he would look 

after them in the next world. 
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‘Tue s1rst PYRAMID ~ probably the first large stone 
structure in human history - was built for the pharaoh 
Djoser at Saqqara around 2680 u.c. It was designed by 
the architect Imhotep, who became more famous than 
the pharaoh he worked for. The Step Pyramid is really a 
series of six rectangular structures set one on top of the 
1X mHEstADOW OFTHE STEFFEN other. Beneath it, cut deep into the underground rock, lie 
Grerietotorng comes many mperan’ the burial chambers of Djoser and five members of his 
Skotvamiithewailarcmmiydeconatwak” family. The king's vault was built of pink granite and 

sees ofaveny ie thscoringcomes fom tie sealed with a three-tonne plug. But it was robbed long 
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The Step Pyramid complex 


‘Thr saqoaa srer PYRAMID was one building in a large 
complex, Between the pyramid and its massive enclosure 
wall isa Series of courtyards and ceremonial buildings. 
With the pyramid, these are probably the first large stone 
buildings ever made, Many are shaped and decorated like 
earlier structures made of mud bricks, rushes, reeds, or 
wood. Though they are carved to look like real buildings, 
‘most of them are dummies, complete with fake doors. One 
courtyard was used for the special sed festival, held after 
Djoser had been king for many years. Crowds from all over 
Egypt came to watch the pharaoh run a course in the sed 
court. This makes the Step Pyramid the world’s first sports 
arena! By finishing the course, Djoser proved that he was 
still fitto rule. Then he was re-crowned as king of Upper 
and Lower Egypt on two thrones next to the sed court. 
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‘Shafran pyramid at Dabo 


Inpro vise thon no, 


sna iol iw 
ami which the Ey ed "he 
nga at hes 
tran eva fn a nthe 
fathers slat ot ary 


Cheng yen of 


Fee, Bt Bly 


tt 
tl buy bse rac 


Thee Pyramid also Un 


tag ww entrants and two beat 


‘hams = bth emp. The 


psn was bl ae iste 
ys at ise at oe Mat ong 





Sean of Shela fmiy were 
bad bythe eidutn pram 
‘Gactonb eld these sper? 
slits of Sheers son face 
ahotep and his ye Not 





First true pyramids 


‘Tur riaraons who followed King Djoser 
also built step pyramids. The familiar 
smooth pyramid shape was not developed until the reign of King Sneferu. 
In his 24 years as pharaoh (2575-2551 8.c.), he won wars in Libya and 
Nubia and built many new temples, fortresses, and palaces. Sneferu also 
built at least three ~ maybe even four ~ pyramids. His first, at Meidum, 
shows how building in stone had advanced by that time. The construction 
of the core and outer casing is similar to Djoser’s Step Pyramid. But the 
builders had made great advances in handling large blocks of stone. The 
main structure is made of huge slabs, not many small blocks. They had 
also worked out a new way of roofing the burial chamber so it held the 
weight of the pyramid above and impraved methods of sealing the 
entrance against robbers. All these features were used by Sneferu’s son, 
Khufu, who built the biggest pyramid of all, the Great Pyramid of Giza. 
But in total tonnes of stone, Sneferu’s 

four pyramids were an even 
bigger building project. 
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The pyramids of Giza 


¢ Tia LAUGHS AT ALL THINGS: BUT THE PYRAMIDS laugh at time”. This 
old Arab proverb pays respect to the great pyramids of Giza, which 
have sat on a high plateau by the Nile for more than 4,500 years. By the 
time of Tutankhamun, they were more than a thousand years old, and 
even the Egyptians thought of them as ancient wonders. To the Arabs, 
who invaded Egypt in A.D. 639, the pyramids were unbelievably old. 
From a distance, they are an awesome, majestic sight. Up close, they 
Sinai ees are massive, The largest ofthe three, the Great Pyramid of King Khufu, 
emilee was built around 2550 b.c. Atits peak it was 147 m (481 ft) tall, with 
Thctiynamtelewttt square sides 230 m (756 ft) long, It is made of about 2,300,000 blocks 
Wiutthetasteiniewst of solid limestone, weighing 2,5 tonnes each on average. Its neighbour, 
‘shay they toeeht | built 70 years later for King Khafra, is only 3 m (9 ft) shorter. The th 
Siowiespitsotdew” great pyramid was made for the pharaoh Menkaura. Itis the smallest 
of the three, only standing 66 m (218 ft) high. 
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The pharaohs of Giza 


‘The PHARAOH HAD TOTAL authority. His subjects thought of him as a god 
and would do anything for him. Without this absolute power, the pyramids 
could never have been built. The word pharaoh means “great house”, and 
originally referred to the palace rather than the king, Khufu, Khafra, and 
Menkaura had their palaces at Memphis, From there they could admire 
their massive tombs being built nearby at Giza. The building process took 
many years -if the pharaoh was lucky, his pyramid would be ready before 
he died, These huge projects must have put an 
enormous strain on Fgypr’s economy. When 
they were finally finished, the Giza pyramids 
were given names which celebrated the 
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F Seven. Tye ares cat vr ey 

The Great Pyramid concer th cc ee 
wis 

‘Tre LARGEST AND MOST FAMOUS PYRAMID is the Great Pyramid at Giza. — 

It was built or King Khufu around 2550 s.c. Tourists have come to marvel 

at it for the last 4,500 years. With its original casing of white limestone 

piltering fn the sunlight, it must have been a truly awesome sight. 2m 

fany people believe it is the greatest monument ever made. The 

base is bigger than any temple, cathedral, or mosque. Until the Eiffel gad 

‘Tower was finished in 1887, the Great Pyramid was also the tallest ‘Seqgara Step Pyramid Great Pyramid of Kuti Khan's ‘Menkaura’s ‘ent Pyramid 

structure ever built. The precision of its construction is astonishing. wow cae erie taal 


‘The four sides, each slightly more than 230 m (755 ft) long, are 
aligned almost exactly with true north, south, east, and west. The 
difference between the longest and shortest side is only 20 em 
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blocks, weighing a total of about 6,500,000 tonnes. Inside is a Leet rao ea cate ele — myer oy ‘taleon right off the Greet Pyracnid, 
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Wihar wonpers ARE HIDDEN inside the pyramids? 
This question has fascinated people throughout history. 
‘The early Christians thought the pharaoh used them 

to store grain, as told in the story of Joseph in the Bible. 
But the pyramids were really royal tombs. Somewhere 
inside or beneath the huge mass of stone was a burial 
chamber where the dead king was laid to rest. Since 
the earliest times, there have been fantastic rumours 
about the glittering treasures buried with the dead 


‘Theor entrance othe 


pharaohs, To stop robbers, the pyramid builders hid 


Grettfrmidwanconsuist the entrances and sealed the internal passages with 
typing ce 


iste 
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huge plugs of stone, The Middle Kingdom kings 
created extra passages and false shafts to try and 


Sheva fool robbers. Despite all these efforts, every known 
pyramid had been looted by 1000; The Few 
ragments that have been found were overlooked 
by hasty thieves. The only intact king’s burial ever 
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found belonged to Tutankhamun, who had been 


buried in a rock-cut tomb in the Valley of the 
Kings, He was lying in three stunning coffins 
one made of solid gold, surrounded by price- 
less treasures, We can only imagine what 
marvels were buried inside the pyramids. 
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Paint decoration 


“ext fom Una’ pranid 


The Pyramid Texts 


(On the innér walls of King Unas’s pyramid are the earliest known 
religious hieroglyphs. These re the Pyramid Texts. Once brightly 
coloured, these magical spells, prayers, and hymns are about the rebirth 
of the king and his reunion with the gods in the afterlife. They date from 
about 2340 ac, which makes them the oldest known religious writings. 
Later versions ofthe texts were painted on Middle Kingdom coffins, 
and on New Kingdom papyrases, in the famous Book ofthe Dead. 
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==) 55 Temples and offerings 


A rvricat PYRAMID COMPLEX included two temples connected by 
a long causeway. After the king died, his body was rowed across the 
Nile to the river or valley temple. Here it was mummified - embalmed, 
rraeatoo anointed with oils, and wrapped in linen bandages. Seventy days later, 
Tusisagamco!Tuanimpatst the funeral began. Priests led the procession, while women wailed and 
‘Rgnittigcelabi ghrew sand into the air. The dead king was carried up the causeway to 
ope wes mattis the mortuary or offering temple next fo the pyramid. Here the priests 
craic Ba he performed sacred rites on the mummy before it was laid to rest in the 
<arohomber in is tomb led a id, After the burial, the pharaoh’s spirit would need regular 
‘ihc lente daticvintor supplies of food and drink. Every day, meals were placed on an altar 
SSpiuiesaiaoticionssat, in the mortuary temple, Before he died, the king would have set aside 
lands for the maintenance of a community of priests. Their duty was 
to maintain the temple and provide offerings for the dead king long, 
into the future. 
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The Great Sphinx 


For more THAN 4300 YEARS, the Sphinx has guarded 
Khafra’s pyramid at Giza. Carved from a huge outcrop 
of limestone, itis the largest free-standing sculpture to 
survive from ancient times, It has the body of a lion 
and the head of a king. The drifting sands have buried 
it up to the neck for most of its history. Attempts were 
made to clear it as early as 1400 6.c., by Thutmose IV. 
When he was a prince, Thutmose fell asleep under the 


‘naltecfoy Sphinx’s head after a tiring hunt in the desert. In the 3 Tsonga 
prince’s dream, the Sphinx promised to make him king if he freed b b Lethe 5vcentrg 44, Aokangett owas the eng 


it from the suffocating sand. After he had dug the Sphinx out, the y ae datal 


prince recorded his dream on a stone tablet between its huge paws. cj 4 i eric, 
sisal 
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»._Khufu’s funeral boat 
in 1954 an Egyptian arcneclogist made 
trematiabic covery, Just sotth of he 
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f Funeral boats 


Boars were THE most important SsebLiLI\S 
means of transport for ancient Egyptians. They had no 
Wheeled vehicles or major soads ~ their only highway was 
the Nile, In their religion, the Egyptians believed that the 
sun god Re sailed across the sky in a boat (p. 45). While 
the pharaoh was alive, he travelled the Nile and took part 
in state occasions in a beautiful boat. When he died, the 
pharaoh needed a boat in the land of the dead. In the Old ‘ ; com 
and Middle Kingdoms, real boats were sometimes buried 4 
in pits next to a pharaoh’s pyramid, The most famous boat 
belonged to King Khufu, builder of the Great Pyramid. It 
is massive, 43.5 m (143 1) long. In later periods, small : 7 
Rapti promiiel See 
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‘The PYRAMIDS REQUIRED careful planning. 
First a site had to be chosen. For religious 
reasons, this was always on the west bank 
of the Nile, where the sun set. Ithad to be | 
close to the river, because the stone would 
arrive by boat, but well above flood level. 
The pyramid also required a solid base of 
rock that would not crack under its enormous weight. 
Then the site was leveled and true north was calculated, 
so the sides could be lined up with the four compass 
points, The Egyptians probably did this by using the 
stars, since they did not have magnetic com 
‘They'had set squares and special fools like the merthet 
to help in their calculations. 
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Building in brick and stone 


Tr 100K HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS of pieces of stone to build a pyramid. 
‘The Great Pyramid is made of about 2,300,000 blocks, weighing an average 
of 25 tonnes, The largest slabs, in the roof of the King’s Chamber, weigh 
50 tonnes. Quarrying all this stone and moving it to the site was an 
awesome task, The core of the pyramid was made from local limestone, 
a fairly soft rock. But the high-quality limestone 

used for the outer casing came from Tura, across 
the Nile, Some internal chambers and passages 
were made of granite, a harder stone that came 
from Aswan, 800 km (500 miles) upriver. All year 
round, gangs of workers at the quarries cut rough 
gtone blocks out ofthe ground. When the river 
flooded and rose closer to the quarries, the stone 
blocks were loaded onto boats and carted to the 
pyramid site, The teams even wrote their names 





‘on the stones ~ some blocks in the fate a 
Meidum Pyramid are labelled roma pe 29 
“Boat Gang”, “Enduring Gang”, Suse 


or “Vigorous Gang”. 
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Mud bricks 


“These were the most common building material 
inanclent Enypt Middle Kingdom pyramids 
‘were made of mu bricks with only an outer 
facing of limestone. Today mu bricks are stl 
sade by the same process used by the ancients 
Wet Nile mod is mised with stra and sand and 
shed into a wooden mould. Then the soft 
ics ate set out to dry in the burning sun. The 
Egyptian word for brick tobe, is the orgin ofthe 
modern word adate, a kind of rick architecture 
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Tools for building 


ALL AROUND THE GREAT temples, tombs, and 

pyramids, Ezyptologists have Found tools left by 7 
ROEKORILL uilders and Sculptors. Some of these were lost or 
Tecunl ilies broken on the site, But others were left therefor = 
irom Age inlsteo religious reasons. The Egyptians believed that a 
sree weneeitapele — Sacted building such as a temple or pyramid had 
inispuaignowiyeah a spirit that would have to be repaired in the next 


aantesanenferer® World, So the workers left tools for their spirits to 
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snilwoukltewset wih” se after they died. The design of these tools has pr hypng woo sow te 
frist with wate ea barely changed over the centuries. It is amazing {tnd isthe foundations ofa temple Fume maar ing 


‘Mile olive ol what wonders the builders created with such 
simple implements. 
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The pyramid rises 


No recorps survive to tell us how the pyramids were built. 
The only ancient account, by the Greek historian Herodotus, 

‘was written 2,000 years later and cannot be trusted. He claimed 
that gangs of 100,000 workmen toiled for 20 years to build the 
Great Pyramid. We now believe that about 4,000 skilled labourers 
worked all year round, This number was swelled during Akhet, 
the yearly flood, which lasted for about three months, Then 
thousands of peasants left their flooded fields and 
came to help on the site. There are many theories 4 
about how the heavy blocks of stone were gy 
lifted into place, Herodotus said they 
used lifting machines, but there is no 
evidence for this. It seems more likely 
that the stones were dragged up a 
ramp that grew as the pyramid rose. 














chub ae) epanoed i op 
ex probably sic panied io 
rn ants One lane =n hs mode ea 





intlane= lbelng aed and ice to wae 


Sie af ry 


suivotng a TRUE yRAMID ‘hinge 


htt hemp hey het 
‘nel auppieac. Aste par pre ghee 
flip wiscroed eight andlengl& The op the 
fo was oot age platonm ede rele 
Ft ayer of ie the mode he ie eter sing 
tone ae bel ade each ayer ibd. at ome 
Scrat ie pram an ci ose 
{pedo the end The bot ering og forse kn 
‘Bip rly and calling 


‘ep a pte aro 
Pier mtrity 
pent gle kas 











Teamf rm a 307 
igen ane 





_delge, When moving somes Ge woke 


come 
onda sedges wih runners wee the bea way of movin 
dean te Spe cement 
Spal es hare nud, Ti apes pang 
{Gilu0sc) shows a faneal proce: Meare 
Lbecain wi s cover by seanopy and muted ons 
eal 


ar cotta age 
enn de 




















rwanp sma 
‘Sc cape have propo hat 


ag Hck, ren separate 
Soudan rant ofl yeu 
Buti would have been ia 


theca 
obscure te whol pram which 
(would mabe measurements dea 
aking sre te fourside ame 10 
2 perfect pola would ave 
‘eed Snstant measuring, 


Aung to 
ster nee ies Tae Stage 
edgpteset limestones illest 
a a a 








Sethe were age pe 
pal ip indy a he 
rena thee cule soon 


‘epee fun he stones around 
tal ramps wo al 








enact yu 

Romane dang an 

ins ten ow sean es 

tein denon by toot ath 

pipe he 

nfo as dey past 

tty Tey he Pk 
‘ra gd andere prob 
wah hin aa sverige 





mained 


bene ey 


Work in rages 
nn ter 
age ti 

‘eof 











»,. Aslow decline 


‘Tue Kincs oF eGyP7's fifth and sixth dynasties 
continued the tradition of pyramid building. But 
their pyramids were smaller and not as well built. 
The largest, made for King Neferirkara at Abusir, 
is about the same size as Menkaura’s pyramid, the 
smallest of the Giza trio. The kings still cased their 
pyramids in fine Tura limestone. But underneath 
‘was a core of small, roughly joined stones. These 
have slowly collapsed, so that little more than 
piles of rubble remain. The cult of the sun god 
increased during this period, and many sun 
temples were built. These magnificent buildings 
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) The Middle Kingdom revival 


Arte A LONG PERIOD OF DISORDER and civil war, 
Egypt was reunited around 2040 8.c. The period that 
followed is known as the Middle Kingdom. Strong 
kings expanded the empire and revived the tradition 
of pyramid building. They were inspired by the great 
pyramids of the Old Kingdom and often built their 
tombs near the old sites. But the Middle Kingdom 
pyramids do not have the same grandeur. They 
Were usually based around a core of mud bricks, 
which has slowly collapsed over the years. Middle 
Kingdom pharaohs were preoccupied with creating 
complicated devices and false passages to stop 
thieves from finding their burial chambers. But the 
kings were buried with priceless treasures, and the 
robbers stopped at nothing. Despite the elaborate 
4 precautions, all the pyramids were robbed in the 
period of unrest that followed the end of the 
f, Middle Kingdom, around 1750 nc. 
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Great temple at Deir el-Bahri 
The first pharach ofthe Middle Kingdom, Nebhepetra 


“Mentuhotep, was one of Egypt's greatest rulers. During 
his 51 years on the throne, art and architecture began to 


rosper again, Mentuhotep chose a bay in he cif at Der 
Ef car Thebes, or Rs funerary temple. This unasual 


‘complex had colonnades, ramp, and rows of statues and 
trees, High on a terrace were six shrines with shafts leading 
to the tombs of the king’s wives and daughters. There 


‘were fo more tombs beneath the temple, but Mentuhotep’s 


‘mummy or coffin was not found in either one. The whole 
‘complex is badly preserved, It has been overshadowed 
bby a similar, larger temple built 500 years later by 

‘Queen Hatshepsut. 
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This great pharach reigned 
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Pyramidions 


"Tie Massive ROYAL PYRAMIDS of old inspired private 
individuals to build pyramid-shaped tombs in the 
New Kingdom, These were small brick buildings 
with pointed roofs capped by a pyramidion, or 
capstone. They were often whitewashed and had stelae, stone 
tablets, on the front, Prayers to the sun god Re were inscribed 
on the stelae and pyramidions. A courtyard often stood in 
front of the tomb, This served as a chapel where worshippers 
could place offerings and pray. An underground passage 
led to a vaulted burial chamber where the mummy lay. 
Hundreds of these small pyramids were built on the west 
bank of the Nile by officials, scribes, and the artisans who 
worked on the gréat royal tombs of the New Kingdom. 
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Riddles of the pyramids 


ConstpekinG THEY WERE BUILT 4.500 years ago, 

we know a surprising amount about the Egyptian 
pyramids, But many mysteries remain. Almost 
everything has been learned in the last two centuries. 
‘A great breakthrough was made in 1822, when the 
French scholar Jean-Francois Champollion began to 
decipher hieroglyphics, the Egyptian picture-writing. 
By then, the Egyptian language and civilization had 
been dead for nearly 2,000 years. The desert sands 
had swallowed up the smaller pyramids, and the 
names of the great kings and queens had been lost 

or forgotten, Modern archaeologists sift through 
these ruins, searching for tiny clues that will hel 
them to piece together the puzzles of the past. 
answers to some questions are still unclear. Exactly 
how were the pyramids bull? And whats the 
religious significance of the shape? 
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"Ong tov an ti great sn igeopanion 
‘of Orion”. It is possible that step pyramicls were 
part ofa star cult, while true pyrainids were 
‘associated with the sun, The “Ventilation shafts” 
‘of the Great Pyramid may have been aligned 
‘with major stars like the Pole Star and Orion, But 
some experts think thei use wos purely practical, 


There are many theories, but we 
may never know for sure. 
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Pyramids of Nubia 


To rHe sou oF EGveT further up the River Nile lies Nubia, known 
to the ancient Egyptians as "Kush". This desert land was one of the 
cradles of African civilization, and was rich in gold and exotic goods. 
Nubia’s position on the Nile gave it great strategic importance, and 


for centuries Egypt’s pharaohs fought to control it. There are more 
than a hundred pyramids in Nubia. They were all plundered for 
their stone over the centuries, and today most of att 
them are shapeless mounds. Like the Egyptian 

pyramids, they were also robbed of their 
treasures long ago. The first Nubian pyramids 
were built around 700 8, during a brief 
period when the Nubian kings ruled Egypt. 
‘They are at Kurru and Nuri, near Napata, the 
Nubian capital. When the capital was moved 

cipal nb ones premils south to Meroe, around 300 8.<., pyramids 
opponel’s iaesoneltywartate, Were also built there. The kings and queens 
‘Saniora ate! ta) were mummified and buried underneath. 

Searing fort Servants were often sacrificed and buried 

in the pyramid too, so that they could wait 

on their kings and queens in the next world. 
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Pharaohs of Nubia 


Axxounp 730 8.¢., when Egypt was weakened by civil wars and 
disorder, the Nubian kingdom prospered and grew powerful 
enough to conquer Egypt. For about a hundred years, the 
kings of Nubia were also pharaohs of Egypt. Succession to the 
throne was from brother to brother ~ not from father to son, 
the usual Egyptian practice, The Nubians were fascinated by 
the culture and religion of Egypt, and even restored temples 
there, They also adopted the Egyptian tradition of being 
buried with shabti figures. These mummy-shaped statues 
were thought to have magical powers to work for the dead 
person in the next world. The Egyptians were buried with 
401 shabti figures - one 

for each day of the year, plus 36 
bosses carrying whips. But one 
Nubian king had 1,277, more than 
three times the usval number, 
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The great Taharqo 


King Tahargo is the most famous Nubian 
king, He ruled over Nubia and Egypt 
from 650 to 664 3. at the height ofthe 
25th dynasty. He is even mentioned in 
the Bible. Tahargo built many monuments 
‘and temples in both lands. His huge 
pyran ‘probably inspired 
bby ther mids, which he 
couikl see from his palace at Memphis. 
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A queen’ treasure 


Or at THE HUNDREDS OF PYRAMIDS in Egypt and 
Nubia, a hoard of treasure has been found in only one. 
The pyramid, at Meroe in the Sudan, belonged to Queen 
Amanishakheto, who ruled Nubia in the first century B.C. 
Tn 1834, the Italian adventurer Giuseppe Ferlini found a 
magnificent collection of jewellery in a secret chamber near 
the top of the tomb. At that time, the pyramid was 
one of the best preserved in Nubia. But Ferlini 
‘was not an archaeologist, He tore the pyramid. ¢ 
to pieces in his greedy hunt for more treasure. 
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Pyramids of Mexico 


Bevore THE ARRIVAL OF EUROPEANS, Mexico and 
Central America were home to a wide variety of 
different peoples and empires. Over the centuries 
they built thousands of pyramids, usually with 
steps or terraces rising to a flat top. Most of 
the pyramids were temples, often arranged in 
complexes with many smaller religious buildings. 
Priests climbed the siairs to high altars where 
they conducted sacred rites, including human 
sacrifice. A few pyramids were constructed over 
tombs, Some of the most magnificent structures 
Were built by the Mayan people 
in southern Mexico between the 
3rd and 9th centuries 4.0, The 
Ba) great Aztec pyramids were 
BA, “destroyed by the Spanish 
conquistadors (conquerors) 
who invaded Mexico in 1519, 
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Mayan pyramids 


Between THE 5RD AND STH CENTURIES A.D., the Mayas built 
pyramids all across eastern Mexico and into modem Belize, 
Guatemala, Honduras, and EI Salvador. Made of stone blocks 
held together with strong lime mortar, Mayan pyramids were 
built at steeper angles than Egyptian ones. The staircases 
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Blood-letting and sacrifice poe ipmenncarm sncausociat reas 


Bloody rtuals were a vial pat of Mayan fe, They bel Perici ng wowing {mar Soni pated 
to keep the cosmic order, the gods ned to be fed with Takes peti 

Tn return the gads would provide good harvests and prevent conte dase 

natural disasters lke earthquakes, One mural shows prisoners of aya sony, ta 

War being tortured by having theie fingernails pulled owt. Human = cs Gate Each porta 
fucrfice may have been introduced to the Mayas by the war like ofthe royal Mayan iy had ov a 
‘Toltocs. The vitims were prisoners of war, slaves, or children 

‘bought especially for the occasion The priest who performed the 

sacrifice was helped by four old men who held the victin’s aems = 

and legs white the chest was ripped open. The priests performed tis, 

these sacrifices during special festivals inthe sarod calendar. ris and 
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Aztec pyramids 


‘Tht: azrecs RULED the last great empire 
of Central America. They called them- 
selves Mexica and made their capital at = 
“Tenochtitlén, now Mexico City. When 
the Spanish conquistadors entered 
‘Tenochtitlén in 1519, they found one of 
the largest cities in the world. They were 
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impressed by its beauty, cleanliness, and order. But as they approached season coos = 
the huge ceremonial centre, the Spaniards were horrified by the smell of ‘ee daea aged wr cost ee cers 
blood. The Aztecs used their pyramids for human sacrifice, which they “et arsed ee 
believed provided vital energy needed for the workings of the universe. ‘lsc Hatloyctl was «gd war ad th 
fond he prteer he Meses (es) ect 


In the last years of their empire, thousands of victims, mostly prisoners 
{ 4 a P TDarinnablegol acted it gtd oe 
| of war, were sacrificed each year. The Aztecs built their pyramids from a Tenge wba ped wh asa 





core of adobe mud bricks faced with stone held together by mortar. None Fain god woostppe by tars. soxesAcE 
‘of them were very high. The tallest, the Great Temple of Tenochtitlin, Serine wo Huitopochti Siig eT, fiiclteabot 
plqeweaurtes sian Aa ead ere 


was only a fifth of the height of the Great Pyramid at Giza, 
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The pyramid lives on... 


Four ND A HALF THOUSAND YEARS after the Great Pyramid rose on 



































i i Tamas Sod cnn othe wheres ake 20h suki ciate 
Egypt's desert horizon, a different kind of pyramid is appearing on Tr Sin tienen ieee es 
city skylines. Modern pyramids are not made of millions of tonnes soil tone pr compice i : 


SE, reay sts aca videogame sade 
of stone, It does not take thousands of workers to build them, and a 


they represent big business, not the spiritual realm of the dead. New 
materials like reinforced concrete and smoked glass supported by 
steel girders mean that huge structures can be built with a minimum 
of effort. There is something special about the pyramid shape that has 
inspired architects, artists, and designers throughout history. Asa 
seometric shape, it is the supreme symbol of natural balance and 
harmony. Built on a grand scale, it gives the impression of something 
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